High cotinine levels are persistent during the first days of life in newborn second hand smokers.
Despite the adverse effects of maternal smoking during pregnancy on the newborn's health are well-known, in the pediatric population, a high prevalence exists that is very much affected by second hand smoke (SHS). This study aims to investigate the impact of maternal smoking habits during pregnancy on cotinine levels in newborns during the first days of life. The high association between cotinine concentration in maternal and umbilical cord blood (UCB) has been previously reported, but the levels of blood cotinine that remain in infants born to smokers is unknown. Cotinine concentration was measured in UCB, in maternal and newborn peripheral blood. Data from UCB sample dyads of ninety mothers and from seventy-one newborns were analyzed. Cotinine levels were significantly different among non-smokers (9.9 ± 5.9 ng/ml), moderate (67.3 ± 7.4 ng/ml), and heavy smokers (137.7 ± 19.5 ng/ml) (p<0.0001). Significant correlations were found between maternal and UCB cotinine (r=0.748; p<0.001), and between UCB and newborn plasma cotinine at 48 h after birth (r=0.541; p<0.001). The smokers exposed their infants to cotinine with a median of 31.7 ± 8.6 ng/ml (moderate) or 59.1 ± 13.3 ng/ml (heavy smokers) until at least, 48 h after birth. Reduced birth weight and length were significantly related with UCB cotinine levels. A positive association between UCB and plasmatic cotinine in newborns was found. The high cotinine levels detected in newborns from smoker mothers indicates that their infants are subjected to elevated SHS from birth. These results can help to reinforce the awareness of the adverse effects of smoking during pregnancy.